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 The inspiration for this project came out of a few experiences. When I began thinking 
about the direction that I wanted my thesis to take, I had just finished a summer working at 
KitchenTown, seeing the ins and outs of starting a food business from the ground up. I wanted to 
further explore the business side of the food system, and how entrepreneurship can be a catalyst 
for both community development and economic empowerment. 
 I also wanted to write about what I know – undertaking a project of this scale requires 
some amount of stake in the subject. Having spent the better part of twenty-two years living, 
studying, and eating in Chapel Hill, I hold a strong attachment to the town, to Franklin Street, 
and to specific restaurants. Parts of this thesis critique the town and the University. Ultimately, 
these critiques come from a place of caring. I care deeply about Chapel Hill and want to see 
downtown reach its potential and reestablish itself as a gathering space for the community. 
 Over time, this project morphed into a love letter of sorts to the town. Researching the 
businesses who have come and gone, reading about residents’ and alumni’s affection for certain 
restaurants, and speaking with residents who care as much about Chapel Hill as I do reminded 
me of everything that makes this town great. Thinking about potential solutions – both large-
scale and small – gives me hope for the future of the town. Chapel Hill shaped me into the 
person that I am today, and this project is my attempt to give something back to a place that has 




Section I – Introduction 
Growing up in Chapel Hill, I have fond memories associated with many of the restaurants 
that are – or used to be – on Franklin Street. My family went to Ye Olde Waffle Shoppe every 
Sunday before church, and though our church attendance has dwindled over the years, we always 
make time for Ye Olde. We became close with the owners of Franklin Street Pizza & Pasta after 
buying their house – only to follow them to the bordering neighborhood a few years later. High 
school was spent mourning the closing of Pepper’s Pizza and swapping hypotheses with friends 
about whether or not the storefront at 157 E. Franklin was cursed (if Krispy Kreme couldn’t 
make it, I’m not sure what can!). I’ve seen the changes that have taken place over the years, and 
attempted to understand what makes certain businesses last, when others fold so quickly.1 As 
Chapel Hill continues to grow, the town is going to face many questions about what it wants to 
look like. If Franklin Street is a microcosm of the town, it is the first place that these questions 
will have to be asked. 
It’s become a common refrain among UNC students and Chapel Hill residents that Franklin 
Street is becoming saturated with pizza restaurants. A quick search for “pizza” in the UNC 
Meme Facebook Group brings up lots of snarky comments, including a tournament-style bracket 
of pizza places on Franklin, a Dungeons and Dragons-style Alignment Chart where each pizza 
restaurant characterizes a different alignment,2 and a photo of a chalkboard sign outside Lula’s (a 
restaurant with at least four pizza places in eyeshot) with an age old joke: “Why did the chicken 
cross the road? Because he wasn’t in the mood for pizza!” Facebook isn’t the only space in 
which residents are sharing their thoughts – I recently saw an Instagram story of a bathroom wall 
 
1 I mean, does anyone ever go in Blue Horn Lounge? That’s a legitimate question, I’m really not sure. 
2 Alignments include lawful good, chaotic evil, etc. 
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at The Northside District, a local bar. Written on the wall is a note to the town: “To Chapel Hill: 
You don’t need more pizza or another corporate joint. You need more music and more love and 
more joy.”  
The so-called “pizza epidemic” on Franklin Street makes a good punching bag, but it is 
indicative of a larger problem in the community: rising rent and operating costs on Franklin 
Street have made restaurant ownership – an already risky business venture – even riskier. The 
financial risk of opening a restaurant is discouraging local business owners from setting up shop, 
resulting in more corporate food businesses moving into the area. Of the twenty-one restaurants 
currently occupying the 100 block of East Franklin Street – the stretch from Top of the Hill to 
Four Corners – eight are chain restaurants, a higher proportion than the total proportion of chain 
to locally-owned restaurants in downtown Chapel Hill. Thirteen of the twenty-one have opened 
in the past decade, with ten of those opening in the past five years. The question has to be asked: 
why are restaurants struggling to stay open on Franklin Street?  
High rent is certainly a factor, but multiple other influences have created the complex, often 
volatile situation that we see among Franklin Street restaurants. The importance of Franklin 
Street as a social gathering place, the pervasive feeling of “Chapel Hill exceptionalism” among 
residents, and the role of the University in acquiring property along Franklin Street has created 
an environment in which it’s incredibly difficult for small businesses to operate and succeed. 
Most small business owners just don’t have the financial means to offset a year or three of losses 
before a restaurant becomes profitable, leading to franchises and chains filling the void. Out of 
town landlords focused on profit also play a role, as well as state-level policies preventing the 
town from enacting any form of rent control. A lack of downtown parking has even been blamed 
for the struggles facing business owners on the 100 block. Despite the multitude of factors 
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affecting the business climate, there are steps that can be taken to create an environment on East 
Franklin Street that allows for local businesses who reinvest their profits in the community, build 
up a following of local clientele, and give Chapel Hill residents a downtown that they are proud 
of. 
 
Section II – Why do we care what restaurants are on Franklin 
Street? 
  
Whether through satirical memes on Facebook or messages scrawled on a bar’s bathroom 
wall, it’s clear that students and permanent residents of Chapel Hill alike care about what 
restaurants are on Franklin Street. But why? What is it about this place – and this road in 
particular – that causes highly educated, semi-mature adults to be so up in arms? Why do we see 
so much more hand-wringing about another franchised pizza place on Franklin Street than we 
do, say, about the closure of Milltown in Carrboro? The apprehension around the future of 
Franklin Street is a combination of two main factors: first, a somewhat unrealistic idea of 
“Chapel Hill exceptionalism” that many residents have and spreads through local media and by 
word of mouth, and second, the importance of Franklin Street not only as a main thoroughfare 
but as a primary gathering place for students and community members alike.  
 The idea of Chapel Hill exceptionalism stems from the idea of American exceptionalism 
– that is, that the United States and its history are inherently different (and better) than that of 
other nations, and as a result, is more deserving of benefits and prosperity than other nations. 
Though it has not been given a name, current and former Chapel Hill residents – whether they 
lived here for four years or forty – possess a mindset that Chapel Hill is different. Different from 
the rest of North Carolina, different from other college towns, different from anywhere else in 
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the world. This mindset stems from the concept of place attachment – the emotional bond 
between person and place, which is often influenced by a person’s individual experiences. In 
other words, if a person attended UNC for four years, and considers those four years to be some 
of the best of their life, they will attribute a certain amount of cause to the setting. Chapel Hill 
will become a place possessing mystical qualities, in a way that no other place could. The place 
attachment that one feels to Chapel Hill is obviously enhanced by interacting with other residents 
and UNC alumni, who often share similar sentiments about the town.  
However, the mindset of feeling like Chapel Hill is so different from other cities is also 
validated in popular culture, whether it is Thomas Wolfe writing that “[Chapel Hill] was as close 
to magic as [he’d] ever been”3 or former Chancellor Michael Hooker asserting that “[his] 
memories of Chapel Hill carry with them a magic which is present to this day.”4 Those outside of 
Chapel Hill notice it too – whatever it is. In his book The Public Ivys: A Guide to America’s Best 
Public Undergraduate Colleges and Universities, Richard Moll – a former admissions director 
who first coined the term “Public Ivy” – wrote that  
North Carolina may have the best college town in America. Chapel Hill’s size, 
atmosphere, appearance, location, resources, and spirit are difficult to surpass. 
Yes, Williamsburg, Virginia makes the more perfect postcard; Boston is more 
cosmopolitan; Palo Alto has ideal weather; Austin, Texas, is ascending…but 
Chapel Hill is the College Town.5 
 
Moll’s assertion that Chapel Hill is the college town falls in line with the mindset that many 
residents have. Chapel Hill is not Austin, or Williamsburg, or Ann Arbor, or Charlottesville. A 
2017 series in The Guardian made a similar statement about Chapel Hill. The series – focusing 
 
3 Thomas Wolfe, in a letter to his friend and former classmate, July 27, 1929 
4 “A Celebration in the Life of Michael Hooker,” July 2, 1999. North Carolina Collection. 
5 Richard Moll, The Public Ivys: A Guide to America’s Best Public Undergraduate Colleges and Universities (New 
York: Viking, 1985), 85. 
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on the “coolest towns and small cities” in the U.S., chose to kick off with an article extolling the 
factors that make Chapel Hill unique, writing  
There are plenty of attractive college towns in the US. But Chapel Hill, in the 
centre of North Carolina, equidistant from its mountains and its coast, blends 
liberal philosophy and Southern culture in a way that borders on the utopian. 
From its community-minded businesses and political activism to a music scene 
that has quietly influenced the global stage, it’s the kind of town that doesn’t need 
to brag about itself or inspire a Portlandia to know its worth.6 
 
The claims of Moll and The Guardian validate the feelings of many residents – both longtime 
and new. Chapel Hill should not be a place where you can have the exact same restaurant choices 
that you have anywhere else – the restaurant choices should reflect that Chapel Hill is somehow 
different and special compared to other places. They should be things that could only happen in 
Chapel Hill – whether they are locally owned and operated, make use of regional ingredients and 
dishes, or weave themselves into the fabric of the town in a way that only the best restaurants can 
do.  
 I was recently in Madison, Wisconsin, walking down State Street. A friend who had just 
moved from Chapel Hill to Madison tried to help me get my bearings by saying that State Street 
was “the Franklin Street of Madison.” Whether I already had it in my head because of that 
comment or not, as I walked down State Street that afternoon, I felt like I could have been in 
Chapel Hill. However, it wasn’t the college town vibes or the Carolina blue skies that made me 
feel at home – it was the nationwide chains. The Jimmy John’s, Insomnia Cookies, and Chipotle 
eased my transition into the new city, but made me think about these two places and how they 
compare. If the foods and restaurants that are so readily available to me in Chapel Hill are also 
readily available to me no matter where I go, then is Chapel Hill special? And if Chapel Hill – 
 




this town that I feel so much attachment to – is not special, then are the people who live here? I 
think this question gets to the heart of how Chapel Hillians feel about the place they call home, 
and why there is so much community pressure for Franklin Street to be a street that could only 
happen in Chapel Hill.  
 The second factor affecting community interest in what happens on Franklin Street is that 
it is not just a business district, but a gathering space for community members. Its central 
location in town makes it accessible to most residents, and its proximity to campus has made it a 
hub of social life for generations of Carolina students. Many of the students at UNC who grew 
up in North Carolina have some memory of coming to Chapel Hill as a child and spending time 
on Franklin Street. Its enduring presence over the years has allowed the mystique surrounding it 
to be passed down, from one generation of students to the next. Whether it is serving as the 
setting for Halloween or post-basketball game celebrations, giving activists a space to protest, or 
simply allowing friends to bump into each other on a Saturday afternoon, Franklin Street is at the 
heart of social networks in Chapel Hill.  
 Anyone who is lucky enough to be in Chapel Hill on the two days a year that the men’s 
basketball team plays Duke (or for the occasional national championship game) can see the 
importance of Franklin Street to the community. Students strategically choose their game-
watching location based on its proximity to the intersection of Franklin and Columbia, hoping to 
be the first ones out in the event of a Tar Heel victory. Top of the Hill has begun to institute a 
formalized system, forcing students to camp out the night before a game to claim their table. 
Other restaurants have begun to only accept reservations a week in advance, to level the playing 
field for students trying to secure a spot. When the game clock hits zero, students and community 
members stream onto Franklin Street from all directions, lighting fires and celebrating. Franklin 
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Street has become so tied with Chapel Hill and UNC basketball over the years that players have 
taken note. In 1982, following the NCAA championship game, the team bus took a detour down 
Franklin Street to celebrate with the students on the way to their welcome home ceremony.7 
Twenty-five years earlier, Joe Quigg, who made the game-winning free throws in the 1957 
NCAA championship game came back to the team hotel and thought “Boy, I would love to have 
been on Franklin Street.”8 
 Franklin Street’s role in the Chapel Hill community is not exclusively a space for raucous 
celebrations, though. It has also historically been used as a protest space, with activist groups 
taking advantage of its visibility within the community to spread their message. In the 1960s, as 
the Civil Rights Movement came to Chapel Hill, Franklin Street was at the center of the 
movement. On February 28, 1960, a group of black high school students walked into Colonial 
Drug – a Franklin Street business – and staged a sit-in in an area reserved for white customers.9 
This set off a campaign of sit-ins and other protests throughout the early part of the decade as 
African Americans in Chapel Hill fought for equal rights. Four years later, in February of 1964, 
Floyd McKissick – the first black student at UNC – led a march down Franklin Street that 
culminated in the protesters sitting down in the middle of the street. The march was strategically 
timed to coincide with the end of a basketball game, forcing the fans who were trying to leave 
the game to see the protesters pushing for full desegregation in Chapel Hill.10 The busy Franklin 
Street intersection was a very intentionally chosen location for the protest – no one goes to 
Franklin Street if they don’t want to be seen. In recent years, the 100 block of East Franklin has 
 
7 Adam Lucas, Carolina Basketball: A Century of Excellence (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 2010), 136. 
8 Adam Lucas, Woody Durham: A Tar Heel Voice, (Winston-Salem, NC: John F. Blair, 2012), 123. 
9 Marcie Cohen Ferris, The Edible South: The Power of Food and the Making of an American Region (Chapel Hill, 
NC: UNC Press, 2014), 259. 
10 “Franklin Street,” last modified 2014, http://blackandblue.web.unc.edu/stops-on-the-tour/franklin-street/ 
12 
 
again become a protest space for students and residents alike. The tension surrounding Silent 
Sam from 2017 to its removal in 2018 often spilled into the Peace and Justice Plaza in front of 
the old Post Office at the intersection of Franklin and Henderson. In April 2018, high school 
students converged on the Peace and Justice Plaza after holding a “walk out” of school to protest 
gun violence across the country.11 The centrality of Franklin Street in Chapel Hill – both literally 
and figuratively – has turned it into a tool in social protests, as it allows activists to have their 
message heard widely across town.  
 Because of the importance of Franklin Street as a gathering place in the community, it 
has perhaps become more associated with Chapel Hill than any other spot in town. Since 
Franklin Street is Chapel Hill for so many residents, they want the street to reflect how they see 
their town. They want to see business owners who are also residents, who have a stake in the 
community, and who have a vested interest in creating a unique atmosphere in Chapel Hill. The 
dissatisfaction with chain restaurants is less about those restaurants themselves and more about 
what they represent – outsiders shaping the way Chapel Hillians dine.  
 
Section III – Franklin Street from the 1920s-Present 
 As the “village” of Chapel Hill began to grow into something that more resembled a 
town, its main thoroughfare began to grow as well. What started as a narrow dirt road surrounded 
by forest had grown into a small business district, though still primarily residential.12 In the early 
1920s, Franklin Street was paved for the first time. The “center 18 feet of East Franklin Street 
was paved” to accommodate the increasing number of cars in Chapel Hill, leaving 10 feet of dirt 
 
11 Durham Herald Sun, 19 April 2018. 
12 Figure 1 in the Appendix shows properties in Chapel Hill at the end of the 19th century – many of the buildings on 
what would become the 100 block between Columbia and Henderson were still being used as private homes. 
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on either side of the pavement.1314 Though certainly not the first time Franklin Street had 
changed, it signaled a shift – the little village of Chapel Hill would not stay that size forever.  
 The 1920s were a period of growth, both for the town and Franklin Street’s business 
district. It had just been paved, and by 1927, more than $750,000 was spent annually on 
construction.15 Most of the buildings in this decade were locally owned, and a portion of East 
Franklin was still residential. The University bought property from the Barbee family in 1921 
and rented the house to Robert Fetzer, the head football coach at the time. In 1923, Robert L. 
Strowd – who owned a 1,200-acre farm in Chapel Hill – constructed the Strowd building on East 
Franklin.16 The first occupants were Jack Sparrow’s Smokeshop and a cafeteria. By the end of 
1923, Sparrow had moved to a different building and James Sutton and his brother-in-law 
opened a drugstore in the Strowd building; it would go on to become the Chapel Hill institution, 
Sutton’s Drug Store. Even as early as the 1920s, national chains existed on East Franklin Street – 
an A&P Grocery store opened during this decade, showing that the street has never been immune 
to chains. When Adam Kluttz’s general store closed in 1926, the manager made comments that 
would foreshadow the business climate on Franklin Street for much of the next century: 
He stated that, in his opinion, all independent businesses along Franklin Street 
would have difficulty surviving the future. He felt there were too many similar 
stores chasing too few customers, and with the advent of the automobile and the 
ever increasing expansion of good roads, the few customers he had were finding it 
easier to choose from a greater variety of goods at greater distances.17  
 
In the later part of the decade, the town and the street continued to grow. A fire swept 
through the area in 1923, leading to a number of new businesses opening in the following years 
 
13 Bernard L. Bryant, Occupants and structures of Franklin Street, Chapel Hill, North Carolina at 5-year intervals, 
1793-1998 (Chapel Hill, NC: Chapel Hill Historical Society, 1999), 103. 
14 See Figure 2 in Appendix for the relative width of Franklin Street, compared to other streets in Chapel Hill at the 
time. Franklin is significantly wider than Columbia, Cameron, or Rosemary. 
15 The Daily Tar Heel, 16 March 2019 
16 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 103. 
17 Ibid., 110. 
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as buildings had to be rebuilt and previous owners chose not to return. The University also 
continued to play a major role in the development of Franklin Street, trading properties with the 
Methodist church. The Methodists received the old Barbee property in exchange for the adjacent 
property. In 1928, the town had grown so large that street numbers were introduced for the first 
time, to help the postal service deliver mail more efficiently. 1928 was also significant for the 
opening of one particular business: George Livas and James Gust purchased the Carolina 
Confectionary and renamed it the Carolina Coffee Shop. Carolina Coffee Shop has changed 
ownership, but it has persisted on Franklin Street since the 1920s.1819  
For much of the United States, the 1930s were marked by the turmoil of the Great 
Depression and the subsequent recovery. The 100 block of East Franklin was not immune to the 
economic turbulence that affected the entire country during this decade. The Depression not only 
affected the financial outlook of many of the restaurant owners, but it wiped out the savings of 
many potential customers, including UNC students and administrators. Instead of the booming 
business of the “roaring” 1920s, Franklin Street began to see number of street beggars rising, 
overtaking the numbers of customers willing to spend money. Without having steady customers, 
many of the restaurants on East Franklin fell on hard times in the early thirties. The Pickwick 
Theater at 124 East Franklin closed during the Depression, but was able to reopen with a new 
marquee and renovated lobby during the recovery.20 Both Sutton’s and The Carolina Coffee 
Shop were able to persist through the Depression due to a unique set of circumstances. Sutton’s 
was able to survive primarily because James Sutton did not have much investment in the stock 
 
18 News and Observer, 30 May 2017. 
19 The current ownership group of CCS includes former UNC and U.S. soccer great, Heather O’Reilly. When 
discussing her investment, O’Reilly said “It’s in such a great location here on Franklin Street and I think that when 
you close your eyes and imagine Franklin Street, you imagine it with a Carolina Coffee Shop” 
20 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 115 
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market. As a result, his finances were less affected, relative to other residents, which allowed 
him to keep his business open. Carolina Coffee Shop was able to make it through the Depression 
because of the generosity of their landlords. Owner George Livas said “Our landlords told us that 
we could pay the rent whenever we had the money as long as we stayed open.”21 As a result, 
Carolina Coffee Shop was able to offer free meals to students and others who had fallen on hard 
times, further endearing them to locals. Once the economic recovery had begun to take hold, 
Chapel Hill residents did not forget the generosity of Carolina Coffee Shop during the hard 
times, and made a concerted effort to support them. 
Perhaps the most notable change during the latter part of the decade was the opening of a 
Texaco service station at the corner of Franklin and Columbia. Initially opposed by the town 
(because it required the removal of nine fully-grown elm trees that lined the property), Texaco 
was able to round up town support when they agreed to paint their building a tasteful yellow and 
include roses where the elm trees used to be.22 The measures that Texaco went to in order to gain 
town approval show evidence of the persistent tension between businesses interested in having a 
presence on Franklin Street and the town and residents’ vision for what Franklin Street should 
be. The Texaco station is also an example of a national chain coming to Franklin Street and 
ultimately finding success – it persisted for more than 30 years. A Rose’s 5¢-10¢-25¢ store – a 
regional chain based out of Hendersonville, North Carolina – also opened in 1936, sharing a 
building with the A&P grocery. The “Town-Gown” relations also came to a head during the 
thirties, as the university began selling electrical products that went along with the water, 
electricity, and laundry provided at the service plant. The state government decided it was 
 
21 Daily Tar Heel, 16 March 2009 
22 Ibid., 115. 
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inappropriate for the public university to compete with local enterprises, and passed legislation 
requiring the service plant to dissociate with the university.23  
The 1930s also held the arrival of a family that would go on to shape the Chapel Hill 
experience for years to come. Edward Danziger arrived in Chapel Hill in 1939 after fleeing his 
native Austria to avoid potential internment in a Nazi concentration camp.24 With the help from a 
network of Quakers, he ended up settling in Chapel Hill – a decision that would affect the  
Franklin Street experience and the Chapel Hill restaurant scene for decades after Danziger’s 
passing. Danziger had operated a candy factory in Vienna before fleeing, and when he got to 
Chapel Hill he opened his Candy Kitchen – a store selling pastries and candies reminiscent of his 
products in Austria.25 The store was an immediate success on Franklin Street, quickly expanding 
to a full-service restaurant called Danziger’s Old World Restaurant. In 1947, Edward’s son Ted 
excavated the space beneath his father’s restaurant and opened his own venture called the 
Rathskellar.26 With signature dishes of lasagna and the “Gambler” steak, it quickly became one 
of the most popular restaurants on Franklin Street.  
The Danziger family also owned and operated restaurants outside of Franklin Street, 
which helped to expand their influence on the town. Aside from the Candy Kitchen and the Rat, 
they opened the Zoom Zoom Room at the corner of Franklin and Columbia, which served pizza 
and quickly became a popular spot for UNC students. The Ranch House, which opened in 1953 
on what was then Airport Road, became a prominent Chapel Hill steakhouse. Villa Teo was 
another Danziger creation – serving European dishes in a stately Chapel Hill house. With the 
 
23 Ibid., 116. 
24 Henry A. Landsberger & Christoph E. Schweitzer, They Fled Hitler’s Germany and found refuge in North 
Carolina (Chapel Hill, NC: Academic Affairs Library, Center for the Study of the American South, IRSS Faculty 
Working Group in Southern Studies), 135.  
25 Ibid., 136. 
26 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 134. 
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wide variety of restaurants in the Danziger portfolio, virtually every Chapel Hill resident could 
find a Danziger dish that appealed to them. Their restaurants spanned the spectrum from casual 
to fine dining, giving Chapel Hill residents more options than ever when dining out. Their 
restaurant empire also became a large source of jobs in the town, at one point employing roughly 
125 residents across all the restaurants.27 The Danzigers were able to touch the lives of 
practically every Chapel Hill resident through their restaurants – entire generations of students 
and townies celebrated birthdays, anniversaries, and graduations at Danziger restaurants, forever 
endearing the family in the town’s collective memory.28 
Many consider the period between the end of World War II in 1945 and 1950 to be a 
“golden age” for UNC and Chapel Hill.29 The end of the war allowed citizens to focus their 
energies on other pursuits, and the GI bill allowed many veterans to return to school. Carolina’s 
enrollment grew to 6,800 – smashing previous enrollment records. A number of businesses that 
opened in the 1940s were targeting UNC students – sandwich shops, cafés, and soda fountains 
popped up all across East Franklin in the early part of the decade. James Ellis, who had 
previously owned a men’s clothing store, purchased the bowling alley at 122 E. Franklin in 1940 
and added a small hamburger counter that became very popular with students.30 However, by 
1944, Ellis had closed the bowling alley entirely to focus on food sales; this created a much more 
profitable business. Jack Sparrow’s College Sandwich Shop was rebranded as the College Café, 
and in 1942, Wilbur Kutz opened The Varsity, a clothing store with a soda fountain in the 
basement.31 The aforementioned Rathskeller opened beneath Danziger’s Candy Kitchen in 
 
27 Landsberger and Schweitzer, They Fled Hitler’s Germany and found refuge in North Carolina, 137. 
28 The Danzigers continue to be so beloved in Chapel Hill that they’ve received the ultimate local honor – a Chapel 
Hill Creamery cheese named in their honor. The Danziger is delightfully pungent. 
29 “The best of times: the “Golden Era” at UNC (1945-1950),” last modified August 21, 2014, 
https://blogs.lib.unc.edu/morton/index.php/2014/08/the-best-of-times-the-golden-era-at-unc-1945-1950/  
30 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 134. 
31 Ibid., 135. 
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Amber Alley, drawing hordes of students for lunches and dinners. A 1948 short film titled This is 
Chapel Hill highlights the town as the “geographic and academic center” of North Carolina, and 
emphasizes Franklin Street as the cultural center of Chapel Hill. It shows footage of Franklin 
Street at noon, swarming with students leaving campus to grab a bite to eat for lunch.32 This shift 
in prioritizing students as target customers helped many Franklin Street restaurants boost their 
profits during the decade – however, it has contributed to the volatile situation that we see today. 
The 1950s were a relatively stable time for Franklin Street, and Chapel Hill as a whole. 
The war was over, but the racial tensions that marked much of the 1960s had not come to a head 
yet. There was not much restaurant turnover in the early part of the decade, with Spero Dorton’s 
restaurant The Goody Shop one of the only new arrivals. Harry’s Delicatessen had replaced the 
Campus Café at 171 E. Franklin by 1958, but many of the other restaurants continued to do good 
business.33 The Danziger family businesses were continuing to thrive, and James Ellis’ Grill and 
Sandwich shop continued to be popular with students.  
Given how turbulent the political and social climates were in Chapel Hill in the 1960s, 
the restaurant scene on East Franklin stayed moderately uniform. James Ellis invested in 
additional kitchen equipment, rebranding his grill and sandwich shop as the Village Cafeteria 
before his retirement (and the restaurant’s closing) in 1966. Once it closed, it was replaced by a 
women’s clothing store.34 Harry’s Delicatessen moved two doors down, from 171 E. Franklin to 
175, right next to the post office. Harry’s, along with Carolina Coffee Shop, was known as a 
place where activists could meet to discuss plans for political change. With anti-war sentiment 
on the rise and the Civil Rights Movement reaching a tipping point, having spaces where 
 
32 This is Chapel Hill. Documentary. Directed by Don Parisher. 1948 
33 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 145. 
34 Ibid., 150. 
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activists knew they could gather was increasingly important in a town with such an intellectual 
culture. Richard Ellington, former president of the Chapel Hill Historic Society, said both 
Carolina Coffee Shop and Harry’s were “famous, or infamous, depending on how you look at it, 
for their involvement. [They] were centers of the communities that were interested in political 
change.”35 This was due, in some part, to ownership and management that either explicitly or 
implicitly supported social and political change in Chapel Hill. Harry’s also became a gathering 
place for the growing Jewish student population at Carolina, which saw a boost in acceptance on 
campus following basketball player Lenny Rosenbluth’s strong performance in the 1957 NCAA 
Tournament.36 The Danziger family became known as strong proponents of social justice and 
integration, vowing to serve any customer regardless of race. While this brought inherent risk to 
their businesses in a South that was still relatively resistant to integration, both The Rathskellar 
and Danziger’s Old World Kitchen were established enough that their customer base was not 
heavily affected. 
The 1970s saw more changes take place in business ownership on East Franklin than any 
previous decade. Ye Olde Waffle Shoppe opened in 1972 at 173 E. Franklin, and Town Hall Ice 
Cream opened right next to the University Florist. The Texaco Service Station at the corner of 
Franklin and Columbia was torn down in 1974, leaving a vacant lot in its wake. Among the 
reasons given for its closure was the traffic congestion created by cars trying to enter and leave 
the station.37 Despite the closure of the station that had stood for more than thirty years, the later 
part of the decade was a time of growth and turnover on Franklin Street. Six new restaurants 
opened on the 100 block of East Franklin between 1974 and 1979: Arthur Treacher’s Fish and 
 
35 News and Observer, 30 May 2017 
36 “Stories of the Jewish Community in Durham and Chapel Hill,” last modified 2019, https://www.isjl.org/north-
carolina-durham-encyclopedia.html 
37 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 161. 
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Chips at 118, Golden Dragon at 126, Mad Hatter at 128, Subway at 132, Rendezvous at 175, and 
Chapel Hill icon Spanky’s at 101.38 However, by 1978, Rendezvous had already been replaced 
by Four Corners – named for Dean Smith’s iconic stalling tactic. Chain restaurants began to have 
more of a presence on East Franklin, with the arrival of the Subway and a Baskin Robbins. 
Franklin Street’s reputation as a high-rent business district became solidified in 1979 when 
Rose’s could not keep up with the rent increases at the location they had been in for years. When 
Rose’s – a regional chain based in North Carolina – moved out, they were replaced by a national 
pharmacy chain: Rite Aid.39  
The early 1980s saw the closing of Edward Danziger’s Old World Gift Shop, which was 
replaced by the Cookie Factory. Arthur Treacher’s restaurant lasted for less than five years, with 
the spot being filled by the Four-Five-Six restaurant. The heightened turnover only increased as 
the decade wore on – an estimated thirty percent of businesses on East Franklin changed hands 
between 1984 and 1989. However, “in several instances, shops were replaced with similar shops 
such that the character of the street remained essentially the same.”40 Nonetheless, Franklin 
Street was shifting. The creation of the Franklin Centre shopping complex at 128 E. Franklin 
brought more businesses into the fray, signaling an increased demand to do business so close to 
the campus. The duality of Franklin Street began to appear more starkly during the late eighties: 
two new restaurants were gaining significant traction with students. One was Pepper’s Pizza – a 
locally-owned restaurant that would attain iconic status in a short time, creating a loyal customer 
base, and solidly weaving itself into the fabric of life in downtown Chapel Hill. The other 
restaurant often frequented by students? Taco Bell.41  
 
38 Ibid., 166. 
39 Ibid., 171. 
40 Ibid., 176. 
41 The Daily Tar Heel, 1 October 2015. 
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The 1980s also saw a policy change at the federal level that affected what an “ideal 
business” to open on Franklin Street was. In 1984, the federal government passed a law that 
required every state to raise the legal drinking age from 18 to 21. At midnight on September 2, 
1986, the new law took effect and many UNC undergrads who had previously had the legal right 
to consume alcohol lost it.42 This also affected the business plan of many bars and restaurants on 
Franklin Street. Most college students are 18 at the start of their first year, or turn 18 early in 
their first semester. As a result, when the drinking age was 18 in North Carolina, most of the 
student body could go to Franklin Street and buy alcohol as part of a night out. A much smaller 
portion of the student body is over 21, so the shift in drinking age shifted the eligible customer 
base for the Franklin Street bars, resulting in less money being spent by students. The reliance on 
students can be a double-edged sword for many Franklin Street restaurants, particularly when 
there are events outside of their control – like a federal policy change. 
For almost twenty years, the lot that was formerly home to the Texaco station had sat 
vacant. The length of the vacancy is surprising, given the proximity to campus and the renowned 
status of the intersection of Franklin and Columbia. Some speculated that soil contamination was 
what kept the lot vacant for so long. Regardless of the circumstances, in the early 1990s, 
construction on a new building had finally begun. The new building would hold multiple 
businesses including a bank and a Sunglass Hut, but the crowning jewel was the “social 
crossroads of Chapel Hill”: Top of the Hill Restaurant.43 From its perch on the third story, Top of 
the Hill looks out over Franklin Street and the town, creating the perfect atmosphere to watch the 
sunset or look out on a post-basketball celebration. The opening of Top of the Hill gave the 100 
block a visual marker – its prominent spot in the Chapel Hill skyline let visitors know they were 
 
42 Daily Tar Heel, 11 April 2019 
43 “Top of the Hill Restaurant and Brewery,” last modified 2018, https://www.thetopofthehill.com/ 
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entering an important stretch of downtown. A number of other new restaurants opened on East 
Franklin in the nineties, including Franklin Street Pizza & Pasta, the Oasis Café & Deli, and 
Smoothieville. A Starbucks opened at 103 E. Franklin in 1996 and has stayed open since, making 
it the current longest tenured chain on the 100 block.44  
Turnover on the block increased astronomically in the 2000s and into the 2010s. Chains 
and locally-owned restaurants alike have cycled through, seemingly unable to crack the code for 
success downtown. Firehouse Subs and the Pita Pit gave way to Krispy Kreme and Smoothie 
King in the 2000s, while the current decade has seen an even greater amount of turnover. At 105 
E. Franklin, Peño Mediterranean Grill replaced Tama Tea, which replaced Sweetfrog, which 
replaced the KidZu Children’s Museum – all of which has happened since the class of 2020 
enrolled as first-years four years ago. Since I started writing this paper in the fall of 2019, 
Epilogue – a locally-owned café and bookstore – opened at 109 E. Franklin. Another branch of 
the iconic Durham restaurant Dame’s Chicken and Waffles is under construction where BSki’s 
was. Of the twenty-one restaurants on the 100 block of East Franklin Street, thirteen have opened 
since 2013. There are so many changes in businesses in downtown Chapel Hill that the Daily Tar 
Heel created a new column, “All Up In Your Business,” to keep students and community 
members up to date on the changes that were taking place. 45 
Franklin Street has changed over the years as the town and University have continued to 
grow. Developments like paving the road for automobiles, increasingly catering to students, and 
economic opportunity for national chains have built on one another to create an environment in 
which restaurant turnover is rampant – and in which some action must be taken to prevent going 
further down the current path.  
 
44 Bryant, Occupants and Structures of Franklin Street, 185. 




Section IV – Why are so many businesses cycling through East 
Franklin Street?  
  
Owning and operating a restaurant is already a risky business venture, but the current 
conditions on East Franklin Street seem to point to something more. Restaurants are cycling 
through this specific block at a higher rate than they are in other parts of Chapel Hill, suggesting 
that there is something unique to the area. The combination of out-of-town landlords’ role in 
buying and maintaining property, high rents, a lack of parking options, and a reliance on students 
as primary customers have created an environment on Franklin Street where restaurant 
ownership is a high stakes game, with little margin for error or events outside the owners’ 
control.  
 The whole Research Triangle region has seen its population increase drastically in the 
past twenty years, with the downtown districts of Raleigh and Durham also undergoing 
significant changes. However, Chapel Hill has the highest median income of the three areas, 
which has resulted in significant attention from out-of-town landlords who see owning a building 
in Chapel Hill as an investment in an area with lots of money to spend.46 As a result, commercial 
rent in Chapel Hill is 30 to 50 percent higher than the commercial rent in downtown Durham.47 
Joe Riddle, a Fayetteville-based landlord, owns multiple buildings in Chapel Hill including the 
building at 100 E. Franklin Street that houses Top of the Hill.48 When building owners are not 
based in the community, not only are they unable to be responsive to the needs of their tenants – 
 
46 Interview with Matt Gladdek, executive director of Chapel Hill Downtown Partnership, November 25, 2019 
47 The Daily Tar Heel, 29 January 2020 
48 Riddle also became a controversial figure locally in 2011 when he called the police on “Occupy Chapel Hill” 
protesters who occupied his vacant building next to 411 West  
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they often feel no connection to the community. As a result, they care more about squeezing 
every potential dollar out of their investment than taking an active role in shaping the community 
into something that they want to see, being less likely to take a chance and rent to tenants who 
are not creditworthy but could have a net positive effect on the local community. The absentee 
property owners also tend to charge high rents, knowing that the demand to be in the main 
business district will result in some business willing to pay the high rent. In the past couple of 
decades, it has often been chain restaurants who are willing to pay higher rent to fill the empty 
spaces on East Franklin. With financial backing from their corporations, they can afford to take a 
risk in a high-cost area that might not yield positive returns. 
 For many restauranteurs, everything begins and ends with rent. It is often the first cost 
that an owner must face when deciding to open a business – it does not matter how good the 
product is if there is not a place that customers can go to get it. As a result, restauranteurs often 
have to pay rent months before they actually open while they get the space ready, creating an 
immediate deficit that must be made up. In addition, if a restaurant is moving into a space that 
has traditionally held retail spaces, they will have to install their own kitchen equipment – which 
costs both time and money.49 Rent is also a large percentage of expenses for a restaurant, forcing 
them to either cut costs elsewhere or find some other way to bring in income. For owners like 
Chris Carini, of Linda’s Bar and Grill, who insist on paying their staff as close to a living wage 
as possible, having high rent means that the restaurant cannot afford to take risks that might not 
pay off financially. Carini thinks that the high rent is what has led to the “homogeneity of 
businesses on Franklin Street,” with potential new owners being scared off from attempting to do 
something new, saying: 
 
49 This is part of what doomed Midici, who attempted to fill the space beneath Top of the Hill that was previously 
the Ackland Art Museum’s store 
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If the rents of the buildings were commenced with the business that could be in 
them, we would have more diversity of businesses. But when you have to spend 
eight, nine, ten thousand a month just for the rent, that means you need to be 
doing over $100,000 in business just to keep the doors open – easiest way to do it: 
sell booze.50 
 
Carini is not the only Franklin Street owner forced to reevaluate their business plan because of 
the high rents. Gabriel Ordoñez, the former co-owner of Roots Bistro and Bar at 161 E. Franklin, 
had to close his restaurant after his lease ran out. He was open to signing another lease, as the 
restaurant had been relatively successful, but the landlord increased the rent by $1,500 per 
month.51 Ordoñez was concerned about his ability to pay the rent over the entire course of the 
five-year lease, leading to the closure of the Chapel Hill location. Currently, Ordoñez also 
operates a Roots in Durham. Ordoñez’s experience is an important reminder that a restaurant can 
still be doing relatively well and not be able to afford rent on the 100 block – not every restaurant 
closure is a restaurant failure.  
Melissa Peng, the owner and general manager of Ye Olde Waffle Shoppe echoed Carini’s 
sentiments, saying that more work needs to be done to make Franklin Street “an environment 
where [business owners] can take risks.”52 Part of what has allowed Ye Olde Waffle Shoppe to 
persist on Franklin Street since its opening in 1972 is that they do not have to deal with an out-
of-town landlord – the Chris family that has operated Ye Olde since its founding has owned the 
building that houses it since 1972 as well. Since they own the building, they can control the rent 
to an extent, which certainly eases some of the financial burden that other restaurants feel. The 
Chris-Peng family is in the unique position of being both a restaurant owner and a landlord to 
other businesses – they rent out other spaces in the building to the 1789 Venture Lab and Four 
 
50 Ibid. 
51 The Daily Tar Heel, 31 January 2019 
52 Interview with Melissa Peng, conducted by Peter Cohen. February 25, 2020 
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Corners restaurant. Peng believes that having experience in the restaurant industry makes them 
more understanding, relative to other landlords on the block. There is an implicit understanding 
of everything that it takes to operate a restaurant – lots of “time, energy, and heart,” according to 
Peng – and a true desire to see their tenants succeed, instead of simply caring about the bottom 
line of timely rent payments. Ye Olde’s unique situation is obviously not possible for every 
restaurant on Franklin Street, but shows the possibilities of having a higher proportion of local 
landlords. Both Ye Olde and Four Corners are longer-tenured than most restaurants on the 100 
block, due in part to the building ownership of the Chris-Peng family. 
Another much maligned issue concerning downtown Chapel Hill is the lack of available 
parking near businesses. Between three parking decks, twelve lots, and street parking, there are 
1,442 downtown spots for customers.53 However, Chapel Hill’s population has continued to 
increase while the parking has not. Downtown Chapel Hill has long had a reputation of not 
having enough parking, and some business owners think that having more available parking 
would draw in more customers. In the summer of 2018, Chapel Hill overhauled its parking 
program, implementing new pay stations, an app that customers could use to pay for parking 
online, and parking meters instead of booths in two downtown lots.54 Despite the changes, many 
residents still hold negative sentiments about parking downtown. Paula Gilland, the manager of 
the Purple Bowl on West Franklin, said 
There’s such a negative feeling about parking in downtown that many people that 
I meet, like families, will say ‘Oh I would come down to the store, but we don’t 
like to go there because there’s no parking on Franklin Street.’ So they haven’t 
even given us a chance.55 
 
 





Parking does not just affect customers coming to these businesses. For restaurants that do not 
have their own parking lot, employees also have to use the public lots – often having to pay 
money just to park and go to work. For many employees, paying for parking can significantly 
reduce the amount of money made from a shift. Many restaurant owners feel obligated to let 
potential employees know about the parking situation during interviews, but also say that it can 
make it harder to staff the restaurant.56 Off-street parking in the surface lots costs $1.50 an hour. 
If an employee at a downtown restaurant is working a 6-hour shift, they will immediately lose 
$9.00 from that day of work. For workers making minimum wage, that is more than an hour of 
work lost to paying for parking. As a result, restaurants with their own parking are much more 
appealing to potential employees. 
 The University has also played a role in reducing the lack of available parking close to 
downtown. Starting at the beginning of the 2019-2020 school year, university lots that were 
previously open to the public between 5:00 pm and 7:30 am became available only to students 
who paid a $6 parking fee as part of their student fees.57 As a result, parking on campus became 
significantly less accessible to Chapel Hill residents. Lots like the Swain Lot and the Porthole 
Alley lot – which community members could previously use after 5 pm if they were going out on 
Franklin Street – are no longer options. Because students make up the majority of customers that 
are able to walk to Franklin Street restaurants, a restaurant without regular parking access could 
have a harder time attracting non-student customers to diversify their customer base and make it 
through the summer months. Some restaurant owners are skeptical, though, that parking is that 
significant of a factor in restaurants struggling. Don Pinney, the owner of Sutton’s, has worked 
on Franklin Street for 41 years, and has not seen the parking situation change during that time. 
 
56 Ibid. 
57 “Student Parking,” last modified 2020, from https://move.unc.edu/parking/student-parking/ 
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He said that while “parking is an issue, […] decline of your business is not the parking 
situation.”58 Just how much parking affects the business climate on the 100 block is up for 
debate, but it certainly affects how convenient it is for customers to come downtown. It is a very 
tangible factor to point to, however, and seems to have gained traction among both residents and 
business owners as something to address. 
 As hot a topic as it is, parking is not the only reason that students are the primary 
customers of many 100 block restaurants. Beginning in the 1940s, after the end of World War II 
and the advent of the GI Bill, UNC saw a drastic rise in enrollment numbers. The businesses on 
Franklin Street responded accordingly, creating menus and atmospheres that would appeal to 
students. Since then, the student market is one that restaurant owners on Franklin Street have 
been forced to consider. UNC students are important customers for a number of reasons. First, 
they make up a significant portion of the Chapel Hill population. Chapel Hill is home to 
approximately 60,000 residents (including UNC students living in campus dorms and off 
campus), and the undergraduate population of UNC is roughly 20,000. In the 2009 Chapel Hill 
census, approximately 13,000 UNC students self-identified as Chapel Hill residents.59 
Depending on how it is being measured, students make up between twenty percent to one-third 
of the Chapel Hill population – a very significant number, and one that business owners must 
cater to. Whether a student lives off campus or on, they often live within walking distance of 
Franklin Street, reducing any downtown parking angst that other Chapel Hill residents feel – and 
that has been listed as a cause of restaurant closure.60 Additionally, as college tuition prices 
continue to increase, the UNC student population is trending towards higher income brackets. As 
 
58 The Daily Tar Heel, 28 August 2019 
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of 2017, more than half of UNC undergraduates come from families that are in the top 20 percent 
of earnings in the US.61 With a more affluent student body comes more money to be spent on 
Franklin Street, and once again, restaurant owners have responded accordingly. Despite the 
increase in money to be spent at restaurants on Franklin, the priorities of students fall less in line 
with upscale, sit-down meals and more in line with fast casual spots where they can get a quick 
meal between classes. The opening of fast casual restaurants on East Franklin Street like Ms. 
Mong and Peño Mediterranean Grill, as well as legendary Franklin Street haunts like Sutton’s 
and Cosmic Cantina appeal to students trying to grab a quick bite without spending too much 
money on a sit-down meal.  
 Despite the additional cash flow that UNC students can bring in, reliance on students has 
its cons as well. For starters, most students are only in Chapel Hill for nine months out of the 
year, leaving for summer break. As a result, restaurants must plan for lower profits when the 
students are out of town, making the times when school is in session ultra-crucial for the 
financial success of a restaurant. However, just because the students are in town does not mean 
that they will be spending their money on the 100 block of East Franklin. As the University 
invests more time and resources into the dining options on campus, students are less likely to feel 
the need to venture up to Franklin Street to get something to eat. Additionally, the University has 
focused on building and renovating dorms on South Campus. Most students who live on campus 
live in a South Campus dorm, which is a thirty-minute walk (passing two dining halls and at least 
three convenience marts) to Franklin Street. Many students in the past used Franklin Street as a 
shopping location, buying books and other supplies from the University Bookstore on Franklin 
and dining out while they were shopping. With the recent renovation of the Student Stores on 
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campus, however, students can complete most of their school shopping without ever leaving 
campus.  
 Restaurant sales on East Franklin Street have also been trending downward over the past 
ten years, due to a myriad of reasons including the population increase of the Research Triangle 
and subsequent development, the relative “down years” for UNC’s football and men’s basketball 
teams, and protests on Franklin Street.62 As the Research Triangle has grown dramatically, the 
downtown districts of Raleigh and Durham have grown as well. Residents of those cities – who 
used to come to Chapel Hill for a night out – now have a multitude of options in their own 
backyard. Even development within Chapel Hill has pulled customers away from the 100 block: 
West Franklin Street – with 411 West, Lantern, and Vimala’s Curryblossom Café among others 
– and Carrboro have emerged as destinations for fine dining, while the 100 block has trended 
towards catering to students. Part of this is due to the proximity of the 100 block to campus – 
students are less likely to walk all the way from their dorms to West Franklin for dinner unless it 
is a special occasion. Despite the high median income in Chapel Hill that attracts landlords and 
businesses to the area, much of that money is not making its way back to the 100 block – leaving 
business owners in a tight spot as they are not getting adequate returns on their investment.  
Even community events that have typically drawn large numbers of customers to the 100 
block have not had the same effect in the past decade. The men’s basketball team – though still 
nationally competitive – suffered through an interminable63 seven-year Final Four drought from 
2009 to 2016, the program’s longest since the 1980s. Basketball games, particularly Final Four 
games and National Championships, bring massive amounts of foot traffic to Franklin Street. 
 
62 Interview with Matt Gladdek, November 25, 2019 
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The 2018 football season, which culminated in the firing of coach Larry Fedora after the team 
finished with a 2-9 record, also took its toll on Franklin Street businesses. 
If we win, [people] want to stay around, and celebrate and go to their old favorites 
and revisit some of the places they went to when they were students. But if we 
lose, then they don’t want to stay around town because there’s not that good 
feeling that people want to go out and celebrate.64 
 
The above quote from Greg Overbeck, the owner of the Chapel Hill Restaurant Group,65 is one 
of many from restaurant owners lamenting the lost sales from a mediocre football season. 
Additionally, in a college sports world where game schedules are increasingly dictated by 
television contracts, a below-average performance on the field typically translates into something 
no college student or restauranteur wants to see: the dreaded “Noon Game.” The 2018 team had 
three of their six home games scheduled at noon, with another home game cancelled due to 
Hurricane Florence. Kristian Bawcom, the owner of Four Corners at 175 E. Franklin, thinks that 
the noon games were directly correlated with the losses his business suffered in 2018.66 He 
argued that games later in the day become “a calendar event,” with fans planning to spend the 
whole day around campus, while noon games encourage people just “[rolling] out of bed instead 
of planning the day around something special.”67 Putting your business hopes in the hands of a 
bunch of 18- to 22-year old college football players (and the TV powers who dictate their game 
times) might not seem like the best business model, but owning a restaurant in a college town 
leaves owners no choice. There is more money to be made when UNC teams are doing well, and 
that potential is part of why owners are willing to pay so much for a prime downtown location. 
 
64 The Daily Tar Heel, 6 March 2019 
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 Many Franklin Street businesses also suffered from the recent athletics construction 
project that replaced Fetzer Field and Navy Field with Dorrance Stadium and a new indoor 
practice facility for the football team. The construction relocated the men’s and women’s soccer 
teams to WakeMed Soccer Park in Cary and the field hockey team to Duke’s campus in Durham. 
Many of these teams have loyal contingents of parents who attend home games throughout the 
season, and often dine together on Franklin Street before or after games. The current academic 
year is the first that all of the displaced teams are back on campus, but Franklin Street 
restauranteurs are optimistic that their return will have a positive effect on profits.68 
 The Silent Sam protests that consumed campus and the community in the beginning of 
the Fall 2018 semester also took a toll on the finances of many restaurants on the 100 block. The 
armed Confederate supporters clashing with the anti-racist protestors created a tense 
environment and the potential for violence in McCorkle Place, just steps away from East 
Franklin Street. The public was hyperaware of the protests thanks to social media messaging and 
statements released from the UNC administration warning of the chance of violence and 
recommending that students avoid the area. As such, no one was going to accidentally end up on 
Franklin Street for dinner those nights, unaware of what was going on less than a block away. 
The protests and the uncertainty around what could occur kept many customers away from 
Franklin Street during the unrest, causing the restaurants to lose money from an unproductive 
dinner rush.  
 Restaurants can also lose money from unexpected global events that shut down virtually 
every facet of day-to-day life. As I’m writing this thesis, much of the United States is taking 
action to try and slow the spread of COVID-19. The University extended Spring Break by an 
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additional week, and is shifting to remote learning indefinitely. They are encouraging students to 
not return to campus, in order to comply with the social distancing recommendations coming 
from the CDC. Governor Roy Cooper issued an executive order on March 17 that prevents 
restaurants and bars in North Carolina from offering dine-in service. Cooper seemed aware of the 
economic impact that his executive order could have, saying “we did not come to this decision 
easily, but North Carolina must keep fighting this pandemic with the right weapons.”69 Chapel 
Hill has come to resemble a ghost town, with most of the students in their hometowns and 
residents going out for only the essentials. As a result, many restaurants are either shifting 
exclusively to to-go orders or preparing for extended periods of closure. The community-feel that 
restaurants have spent years cultivating is now working against them, as more recommendations 
for staying home come out. The combination of the lack of students and social distancing orders 
that are accompanying COVID-19 will hurt local restaurants badly – particularly if they are 
expected to continue to pay rents at a normal rate. Restaurant owners are not the only ones who 
will hurt from this – the lack of revenue coming in could result in layoffs or long-term closures, 
with employees who depend on their food-service job to pay the bills left in the lurch. Most 
Franklin Street restaurants plan to have lower profits during the summer months when the 
students leave, and account for that in their budgeting, but there was no way that any owner 
could prepare for a global pandemic of this magnitude. 
 With the already high rents on Franklin Street, many restaurants cannot afford the lost 
income from a football game cancellation, a highly-charged protest, or a global pandemic. One 
bad month can be enough to keep a restaurant from being able to pay their rent – an indefinite 
moratorium on dine-in services from the governor could set back restaurant finances for years, if 
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they are able to persist through the pandemic. Restaurants who rely on foot traffic are 
particularly vulnerable to events outside the owners’ control, especially if those events are 
related to weather or civil unrest. With East Franklin rents staying steady or rising over the past 
decade but profits declining, locally-owned businesses cannot afford to stay open – especially if 
they do not have the means to purchase their own building or their landlords are not considering 
any form of rent control.  
 
Section V – The Role of the University in Developing Franklin Street 
 For better or for worse, since the laying of the first stone of Old East in 1793, the 
University and the town of Chapel Hill have been inextricably linked. In fact, without the 
decision to put the University where it is, the town would not exist in its current form. Even 
today, Chapel Hill without UNC is hard to imagine – and yet, there is more to the relationship 
between University and town than meets the eye. The University is one of the largest landowners 
in Chapel Hill in terms of acreage and buildings owned, and it has been for much of the past 100 
years. As such, it wields immense influence over the future of the town – particularly the 
downtown business district and Franklin Street. 
 In the 1920s, the University took a very active role in the growth and development of the 
100 block of Franklin Street. Whether it was trading properties with the Methodist church or 
buying a building from the Barbee family to rent it to the head football coach, they were very 
much aware of the importance of Franklin Street to the community and intentionally decided to 
pursue property ownership on Franklin Street.70 That intentionality has persisted into present 
day, as UNC owns multiple buildings on the south side of the 100 block of East Franklin. The 
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Hill Building at 136 E. Franklin is owned by UNC – it houses Carolina Coffee Shop and the 
recently-opened Blue Spoon Microcreamery, both of which pay their rent directly to UNC. The 
University also owns the Franklin Centre complex at 128 E. Franklin, which holds Cosmic 
Cantina among other businesses, as well as the building at 118 E. Franklin, where local chain 
Curry Point Express just replaced Asia Café.7172 
 Since the University is an institution and not an individual, the processes by which it 
accumulates property are slightly different. There are three main ways that UNC can acquire 
property: through its endowment fund, purchasing the property directly, or through Chapel Hill 
Foundation Real Estate Holdings, a subsidiary of the UNC-Chapel Hill Foundation.73 Depending 
on which method the University pursues for a purchase, different groups must approve the 
acquisition and the property may be subject to a variety of taxes and regulations. 
Acquiring property via the endowment fund is the most complex and multifaceted of the 
processes – it requires approval from the UNC Investment Fund to begin acquisition 
proceedings.74 After gaining approval from the Fund, the money from the endowment can either 
go to the UNC-Chapel Hill Foundation or the UNC-Chapel Hill Endowment fund to make the 
purchase. The UNC-Chapel Hill Foundation exists to “aid, support, and promote teaching, 
research and service in the various […] endeavors of the University” while the endowment fund 
exists to “approve the transfer of the distribution from the Investment fund to the University for 
expenditure during the fiscal year.”75 If money is transferred to the endowment fund, the Board 
of Trustees must approve its use; no approval is needed for the Foundation to make purchases. 
 
71 “Why UNC is one of the major landlords on Franklin St,” last modified August 2, 2018, 
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72 See Figure 3 in Appendix – much of the South side of the 100 block is owned by UNC; only the Methodist 
Church and the building that houses Top of the Hill are not owned by the University. 
73 Ibid. 




UNC used money from the endowment fund to purchase the Hill Building, getting a return on 
their investment through the rent that the businesses who occupy the building pay. 
If the University chooses to purchase the property directly, it can also do so. Instead of 
money being transferred from one fund to another, it just comes out of the annual budget. When 
the University purchased the building at 134 E. Franklin Street – which became home to certain 
university services – it did so directly, using money from the budget. Gordon Merklein, the vice 
chancellor for university real estate operations, said that UNC considers “[any] opportunity to 
acquire property that is strategic to the University.”76 Implied in this statement is the idea that it 
is beneficial – and part of the University’s strategy – for UNC to take an active role in shaping 
the development of Franklin Street, since it plays such an impactful role in the lives of its 
students. Based on the proximity to campus, it would not be shocking for UNC to continue 
looking to directly purchase buildings on Franklin Street, both to add to its real estate portfolio 
and to continue expanding its influence into the downtown Chapel Hill region. Acquisitions via 
both direct purchase and from the endowment fund are considered “university-owned property,” 
and are not subject to local property tax – making them an appealing option for real estate 
investments. 
The third way that UNC can acquire property is through Chapel Hill Foundation Real 
Estate Holdings. Real Estate Holdings – often referred to in leases and other materials as REH – 
is a subsidiary of the UNC-Chapel Hill Foundation. The non-profit was formed in 2008 to 
manage real estate projects for the University and its stated mission is to oversee “charitable, 
educational, and scientific purposes that support and benefit the University of North Carolina at 
 




Chapel Hill.”77 REH was used to acquire the land that became the Carolina Square complex on 
West Franklin Street. It has also been utilized by the University on East Franklin Street, during 
the purchases of both the Franklin Centre complex at 128 E. Franklin and the building at 118 E. 
Franklin Street that is now home to Curry Point Express. Purchases through REH are also not 
subject to approval by the Board of Trustees, though they are subject to local property taxes and 
regulation, unlike purchases made through the endowment fund or directly by the University. 
Though the mission statements of the different foundations seem to guide the internal discussion 
on property acquisition for UNC, they rarely make public statements justifying their purchases. 
However, because of UNC’s status as a public university, many decisions that are made are 
public record. Often, news of new property being acquired is broken by The Daily Tar Heel and 
other local journalists, or it comes to light when the University releases a new Master Plan, like it 
did in 2019. 
Having UNC play such a major role in building ownership has had its pros and cons for 
tenants of the university-owned buildings. On the one hand, rent in UNC-owned buildings tends 
to be cheaper, which allows a wider variety of businesses to rent in a desirable location.78 Having 
the University as a landlord is almost unquestionably better than an absent, out-of-town landlord 
because UNC also has a vested interest in making sure that Chapel Hill has a unique, varied 
business district that can attract a wide array of students and visitors. However, tenants are in 
constant purgatory, knowing that at any point the University could decide to repurpose a building 
from retail space to office space, classroom space, or any other function that they deem 
necessary. Before Sugarland closed, their rent for a 1,420 square foot space was $3,052 each 
month. While that price was an increase from what they had paid the year prior, it was still 
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cheaper than comparable spaces on the 100 block: a 1,500 square foot property across the street 
from Sugarland paid $3,500 each month in rent.79  
The University also has intentionally chosen to rent to tenants who would not be deemed 
creditworthy by other landlords. A tenant’s creditworthiness is determined by the likelihood of 
their ability to pay rent over the entire course of the lease, which is often limited by who a 
restaurant’s customer base is or how quickly they can turnover tables. Blue Spoon 
Microcreamery, which replaced Sugarland at 140 E. Franklin Street, is a tenant that might not be 
deemed creditworthy by a different landlord. A locally-owned ice cream shop will likely have a 
small profit margin to begin with, since they do not sell alcohol or other high price-point items. 
Additionally, they are competing with legacy ice cream franchises like Ben and Jerry’s and Cold 
Stone Creamery, which could hurt business. Despite the potential for tough times, the University 
showed no hesitations about offering Blue Spoon a lease, allowing a local business to fill a spot 
in the ever-competitive market. By continuing to rent to less creditworthy tenants, the University 
is attempting to atone for their role in moving students further from Franklin Street, reducing a 
valuable customer base for Franklin Street restaurants.  
Despite UNC’s relative willingness as a landlord to rent to a variety of tenants, including 
those who might have trouble securing a lease elsewhere, they are still contributing to the 
instability in the business climate on East Franklin Street. By purchasing multiple buildings 
along the 100 block, UNC has fueled speculation that they could attempt to turn East Franklin 
Street into an extension of the campus and shift it away from a retail space. The newest Master 
Plan, released by the University in 2019, makes the Porthole Alley Redevelopment project one of 
its biggest priorities for the coming years.  
 




The Master Plan envisions Porthole Alley’s Franklin Street location as a gateway 
to campus, Carolina arts, and innovation. Redevelopment could include multiunit 
offices, innovation space, and retail. A new visitors center is in progress and 
nearly complete.80 
 
Cosmos Lyles, the owner of Cosmic Cantina – the late-night spot beloved for its Mini Veggie 
Burrito that will only set one back $2.73 (plus tax) – was caught off guard when the Master Plan 
came out advocating for renovation and redevelopment of the Porthole Alley space. He was told 
after UNC purchased the building that there was a plan in place for renovating the space, but 
says “In retrospect it should have been obvious. I should’ve known because it would’ve been 
tough to renovate without starting from scratch.”81 After reaching out to UNC for further 
information regarding the proposed renovations, Lyles was told that the Master Plan reflected 
projects to be completed within the next ten to twenty years. Despite not immediately affecting 
the tenants on Franklin Street, the Master Plan signals that the University is prioritizing projects 
that will disrupt the business operations. It also signals to prospective tenants that any lease 
agreement with the University could be rendered moot in the long-term, as UNC publicly 
considers the expansion of office space at the expense of traditional retail space.  
 The University also believes that a revamped Franklin Street – specifically Porthole Alley 
and the surrounding buildings – could help with recruiting efforts when high school students and 
their families come to visit campus. Outside of the master plan, many University employees have 
expressed a desire for the Porthole Alley area to become a space that is “more alive” or more 
intentionally “designed for lingering,” instead of just a space to pass through.82 As a result, the 
University has partnered with KieranTimberlake, a renowned international architecture firm, to 
 
80 2019 University Master Plan – Draft, last modified May 2019, https://facilities.unc.edu/files/2019/05/UNC-2019-
Master-Plan-Report_DRAFT.pdf 
81 The Daily Tar Heel, 12 July 2019 
82 The Daily Tar Heel, 29 January 2020 
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reimagine what the space could be.83 KieranTimberlake has worked with universities in the past, 
and has shown interest in preserving the historical significance of the 100 block while making 
the area more vibrant. While it is impossible to speculate on what a design for the Porthole Alley 
space could be, looking at examples of KieranTimberlake’s previous work with universities can 
lend some clues. Their design philosophy includes three central tenets: Provocation, Research, 
and Environmental Sustainability.84 Provocation refers not to the interpersonal provoking that 
leads to irritation, but to the mindset of challenging conventionally held norms within the 
architecture industry. KieranTimberlake sees provocation as a way to make meaningful change 
in the field, spurring progress while constantly focusing on innovation. The second tenet, 
research, means that KieranTimberlake focuses on making informed decisions, and providing 
their client with as much evidence as possible. Their commitment to research also ensures an 
internal cycle of evaluation, reflection, and improvement. The final tenet, environmental 
sustainability, manifests as a holistic view of sustainability rather than a checklist with items to 
complete. They work to design systems that work together to boost overall sustainability, instead 
of focusing on individual parts. One hallmark of their designs is including components that can 
serve multiple purposes. For example, “a pond on site may serve as a leisure amentity, a 
stormwater management strategy, and a source for landscape irrigation.”85 
 In order to think about how KieranTimberlake could potentially blend the historic 
presence of Porthole Alley while improving its performance for future use, it is helpful to 
examine one of KieranTimberlake’s past projects. The East End Transformation at Washington 
University in St. Louis faced many of the same questions that the Porthole Alley project is 
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facing. After surface parking lots and congested roads disrupted the historical feel of the space, 
WashU brought in the firm to design a way forward while preserving the historical significance 
of many of the buildings in the area.  KieranTimberlake had to figure out how to “transform the 
East End into a vibrant and inviting gateway to the University.”86 They were able to redesign the 
area to be more pedestrian-friendly, while emphasizing the architecture and focal points of the 
campus. Much of the parking was shifted to underground garages, bringing the focus back to the 
buildings. A central part of the project is the Gary M. Sumers Welcome Center, which houses 
undergraduate admissions. This building is the first stop for campus visitors and prospective 
students, helping frame their experience at WashU. Part of the Porthole Alley Redevelopment 
Project also focuses on having a new visitors center on Franklin Street, and making a grander 
entrance to campus. 
While intentionally designing a space to be less passive can greatly improve a downtown 
area and revamp it as a destination, it would also significantly disrupt the day to day operations 
of the businesses who border Porthole Alley. The East End Transformation at WashU took two 
years of construction, during which the 18-acre area was largely unusable.87 It is difficult to 
envision a scenario in which Carolina Coffee Shop or Cosmic Cantina could continue serving 
customers while working in a construction zone, and the length of time that a potential 
construction project could take would considerably hamper a restaurant’s finances.  
 During the Spring 2020 semester, the University and KieranTimberlake held meetings 
where community members could give input on the Porthole Alley Redevelopment Project. 
Residents and students had a variety of opinions and goals for the future of the 100 block. Many 
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individuals at the meetings cited the high rents as a problem that needed to be dealt with. The 
general consensus from residents was that having higher rents relative to other areas of the 
region discourages potential local business owners from even attempting to open a restaurant – 
as Melissa Peng was discussing, the way that Franklin Street is currently set up does not create 
an environment that allows for risk taking in a business venture. The stakes are simply too high 
and the margin for error is simply too low for potential owners and founders to look past all the 
risk. Other residents at the meetings expressed the desire for more Chapel Hill-based businesses 
– one attendee said while downtown office buildings would bring in a larger and more varied 
customer base to the street, they “don’t think many residents want to go [to Franklin Street] and 
see generic office buildings with corporate lunch chains below.”88 New openings like Epilogue89 
have shown that locally-owned businesses can be relatively successful in their first year. 
Students have flocked to Epilogue for churros, coffee, books, and more, giving it a boost despite 
opening a few months behind schedule.  
 At the meetings in early 2020 about the future of Porthole Alley and the 100 block of 
East Franklin, a number of Chapel Hill residents said that they hoped to see a revitalized 
Franklin Street while avoiding large building developments.90 Part of this hope is rooted in not 
wanting Franklin Street to “lose its character” or become another heavily developed urban area. 
Residents, particularly those who have lived in Chapel Hill for many years, are often resistant to 
anything that would result in Franklin Street changing from how they remember it. A similar 
sentiment is shared by UNC alumni, who want present-day Franklin to resemble what they 
remember from their time in college.  
 
88 University-sponsored meeting on the future of Porthole Alley and Franklin Street, 28 January, 2020 
89 Epilogue opened during the Fall 2019 semester. It is, by all accounts, a hit with students, faculty, and other 
community members. 
90 University-sponsored meeting on the future of Porthole Alley and Franklin Street, 28 January, 2020 
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 Advocates of revamping Franklin Street – particularly the buildings that the University 
owns – have pushed back on this idea of nostalgia, arguing that because so many businesses have 
cycled through the 100 block over the years, the Franklin Street that alumni and older residents 
remember has already been lost. Katie Musgrove, the Vice President of the Employee Forum at 
UNC, said  
The nostalgia piece is interesting to me because — yes, people have that nostalgia 
for Franklin Street — but the turnover rate is so high that the Franklin Street 
people are experiencing now is going to be so different that the Franklin Street 
people experienced in the past.91 
 
As discussed previously in this thesis, hundreds of businesses have come and gone from the 100 
block over the years. Only seven of the twenty-one restaurants that are currently open on the 100 
block were open when the class of 2000 graduated twenty years ago. It goes without saying that 
many older alums are coming back to a street that, at least in terms of the businesses, bears 
almost no resemblance to the street that existed during their time in college. However, many of 
the building structures have stayed the same on the 100 block – there has been relatively little 
construction, with businesses coming and leaving already existing structures. In that sense, the 
street still looks aesthetically similar to the way that it did in previous decades.  
 While that is a source of comfort to many alums who still feel some sense of longing for 
their college glory days, more residents and administrators are beginning to wonder if physically 
changing the structure of Franklin Street is needed to revamp it. Elizabeth Malcom is a UNC 
alumna who believes that at a certain point, innovation should be prioritized over historical 
preservation. When discussing the potential future projects on Franklin Street, Malcom said 
“maybe beyond nostalgia for the past, we need stewardship and investment in the future.”92  
 
91 Ibid. 
92 The Daily Tar Heel, 4 February 2020 
44 
 
 “With Great Power comes Great Responsibility.” The legendary quote from Spiderman 
could be amended to “With Great Property Ownership comes Great Responsibility” to better fit 
the situation on Franklin Street. By choosing to take on such an active role in the property 
management of the 100 block of East Franklin Street, the University has made itself responsible 
for the success and failure of the district. It has the ability to shape the future of the 100 block, 
and it has a responsibility to the town and the community to do so in a way that benefits the 
entire community – not just prospective students touring UNC. At the most recent University 
Day celebration, Interim Chancellor Kevin Guskiewicz said that while UNC is “formally known 
as the University of North Carolina, [it] might be better known as the University for North 
Carolina.”93 It is clear that there are a number of different viewpoints on what the future of 
Franklin Street should look like, and for better or for worse, it is the responsibility of the 
University to listen to all of those viewpoints and chart a path forward. It is time for the 
University to live up to its stated goals, not just in its academics or research, but in the way it 
affects life in downtown Chapel Hill. 
 
Section VI – Government Support of the Restaurant Industry 
 In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, many people in and adjacent to the restaurant 
industry are beginning to entertain the idea of a government bailout, or at least calling for the 
implementation of policies designed to ease the burden on business owners. Many restaurant 
owners that have insurance are realizing that fine print in their policies restricts assistance to 
 
93 “University Day,” last modified October 12, 2019, https://www.unc.edu/story/university-day/ 
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closures from physical damage – not global pandemics.94 As a result, restaurateurs are beginning 
to advocate for government assistance in these unprecedented times. A group of small businesses 
in the Triangle authored a letter to Governor Cooper making the following requests: 
1. Support immediate unemployment benefits for all hourly and salaried workers furloughed 
during this crisis 
2. Eliminate payroll tax for the period of the crisis and the pay-cycles immediately 
following 
3. Call for rent, loan, and utility abatement for businesses and workers impacted by 
restaurant and bar closures95 
 
While restaurant owners can reach out to their landlords to request rent reductions or deferrals in 
the wake of a pandemic, continuing to rely on the goodwill of a landlord is not going to 
fundamentally change the business climate on Franklin Street enough. Additionally, since the 
restaurants are altering their business models in accordance with government recommendations, 
many owners expect some form of government assistance in return. Government assistance is 
also a way to standardize the support that individual restaurants receive, and mitigate any 
potential disparities that occur based on who a restaurant’s landlord is. The cities of Los Angeles 
and San Francisco have each declared moratoriums on evictions, which extends to individuals 
and businesses. It remains to be seen how receptive the state government will be to these 
requests, but it does spark discussion surrounding government support of the restaurant industry, 
both in good times and in crises.  
 There are also federal assistance programs that restaurants can take advantage of during 
the crisis. Because the COVID-19 outbreak has been declared a national emergency, the Small 
Business Administration is able to offer disaster relief loans that restaurants can take advantage 
 
94 “What Restaurants Need Right Now,” last modified 19 March 2020, from 
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of.96 However, these loans will not arrive in time for many restaurants to make the next due date 
for rent. The loans also come with a 3.75 percent interest rate – which could do further damage 
to restaurants that may not be profitable again for months. Tom Colicchio, celebrity chef and 
Top Chef judge, believes that once diners feel comfortable returning to restaurants, a number of 
deferred costs will begin cropping up.97 Landlords will want rent back and any suppliers that sold 
goods on credit will want payment, which could put restaurants in an immediate hole. Colicchio 
and other chefs are trying to emphasize that when restaurants reopen, it will not be back to 
business as usual. Due to the uncertainty around the potential deferred costs, many restaurants 
are beginning to call on the federal government to implement a national moratorium on rent. The 
Trump Administration has said that they will suspend evictions and foreclosures on homeowners 
for the time being, but have made no statements about small businesses having to pay rent.98  
Calls for government action are particularly salient in the wake of the airline industry also 
calling for assistance. It has seen a dramatic reduction in customers as shelter-in-place orders and 
travel restrictions are cropping up across the U.S., slashing prices to lows that have not been seen 
in years. Profit margins are becoming smaller and smaller, and many airlines are beginning to 
plant the seed of federal loan relief in the public consciousness. The U.S. economy does need an 
airline industry to live up to its potential – enough industries are reliant on being able to travel 
from one coast to the other in a day that a world without airlines is impractical – but one could 
argue that a functioning restaurant industry is also necessary to ensure overall economic 
wellbeing. Sales for the industry are projected to decline by as much as $225 billion over the 
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next few months, as Americans figure out how to best deal with the pandemic.99 Aaron Adalja, 
an assistant professor of food and beverage management at Cornell, believes that the restaurant 
industry could be a “canary in the coal mine” of sorts for the rest of the American economy. 
Adalja believes that “the significance of how [the declining profits across the restaurant industry] 
is going to affect the overall economy” cannot be understated.100 The public hysteria surrounding 
COVID-19 has made its way to grocery stores, with some patrons attempting to stock up as 
much as possible while others have resorted to getting groceries delivered for fear of exposure. 
Restaurants that are still offering delivery and takeout are providing an alternative option for 
food for citizens who are unable or unwilling to leave their house. Many independent 
restauranteurs across the country did not rely on outside investors to open their businesses, in 
some cases using their homes as collateral to receive a loan. This creates an even higher-stakes 
environment, where closing a business also means losing a home.  
Whatever decisions are made on the state and national level to support the restaurant 
industry will certainly affect the restaurants on the 100 block. They can only rely on the goodwill 
of residents for so long – right now, in the first week or two of the pandemic, supporting the 
local restaurant industry is on the forefront of many residents’ minds. However, if the social 
distancing orders stay in effect for eight to twelve weeks, as some public health experts are 
predicting, will there be as much local drive as there is now? Some restaurants have already 
made the decision to close indefinitely, deciding that the money brought in would not be enough 
to maintain day-to-day operations of the business. It remains to be seen how the continuation of 
the pandemic will affect the restaurant industry in Chapel Hill, which makes it all the more 







Section VII – Looking Forward – a thriving downtown Chapel Hill 
 East Franklin Street might never regain its position as the go-to spot for Chapel Hillians 
looking for a night out. Many of the changes that have caused customers to shift away from East 
Franklin will not go away any time soon; the Triangle will not see its population plummet, the 
restaurant scenes in Raleigh and Durham are unlikely to fade into the background, and students 
will never not be a crucial part of the town’s economic scene. It is also unrealistic to tell Chapel 
Hill residents how they must spend their money, but making sure they are aware of the 
consequences of where they spend their money is important. There are other issues that could be 
addressed to help reshape Franklin Street and boost business: encouraging the goodwill of 
benevolent landlords, adding office space, and creating a food hub incubator program for local 
entrepreneurs could all work in tandem to create an environment on the 100 block where 
business owners can afford to take risks. 
If residents want a Franklin Street that is unique to Chapel Hill and reflects the 
community, they must put their money where their mouth is and support those businesses. 
Attempting to address the high restaurant turnover and increase in chains on the 100 block is a 
complex issue that will not be solved overnight. However, there are still steps that can be taken 
to slow restaurant turnover on East Franklin Street. Many of the changes fall on the shoulders of 
landlords – both individuals and institutions. Rents must be made reasonable and landlords must 
look at credit worthiness in a broader sense. 
 Unfortunately, when it comes to rent, tenants must depend on the goodwill of their 
landlords to keep prices practical. North Carolina Statute 42-14.1 states that “No county or city 
as defined by G.S. 160A-1 may enact, maintain, or enforce any ordinance or resolution which 
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regulates the amount of rent to be charged for privately-owned, single-family or multiple unit 
residential or commercial rental property.”101 As such, the town of Chapel Hill cannot institute 
any local policies that would limit the amount that downtown property owners charge in rent. 
Therefore, landlords must take it upon themselves to intentionally charge reasonable rates for 
rent to make their properties affordable for local owners. The state law prohibiting rent control 
has been on the books since 1988, and there has not been any public discourse about its status. 
However, with the recent election of a Democratic governor and taking away the supermajority 
that the GOP has held since the 2010 state elections, overturning a policy that prevents 
municipalities from pursuing affordable housing and business ownership could be more likely 
than at any previous point in the past decade. Many of the elected officials in Chapel Hill 
campaigned on platforms that included affordable rents and creating a downtown business 
district that works for all business owners. Putting pressure on the elected officials at the state 
level could create an environment in Chapel Hill in which these local officials could pursue their 
stated goals.  
 Without the General Assembly allowing Chapel Hill to place limits on what landlords 
can charge for rent, private sector actors must work to create a thriving business district. Property 
owners must broaden their definition of creditworthy tenants, and be willing to take risks on 
local businesses who will reinvest their profits back into the community. If ability to pay rent is 
the only factor that landlords take into consideration when determining a potential tenant’s 
creditworthiness, they will end up prioritizing restaurants with corporate financial backing and 
miss out on renting to businesses that could build up loyal followings. The system also 
perpetuates itself – if local chefs build up a large customer base, they can open more restaurants 
 




and keep kitchen talent in-house, which boosts the local restaurant scene while continuing to 
provide opportunities for growth for their staff. Conversely, if rents are at a level that prevents 
local entrepreneurs from opening a restaurant, it prevents any ripple effect from any success that 
entrepreneur might have.  
 One solution that the Chapel Hill Downtown Partnership is working on is increasing the 
office and residential space on the blocks within walking distance of the 100 block. Parking has 
been cited by restaurant owners and customers as a deterrent for coming to Franklin Street to 
dine and shop.102 Creating more office space in the area could lead to a new influx of customers 
who do not have to struggle with some of the obstacles that prevent other residents from making 
their way downtown. Most restaurants on Franklin Street depend on the dinner rush and 
weekends to meet their financial goals, but increasing the amount of professionals who are on 
Franklin Street during the workday could take some of the pressure off of football weekends and 
Saturday night dinner rushes. Developing office space near East Franklin could also help 
businesses diversify their customer base, and move away from their reliance on UNC students. 
Not only would office space help bring in more customers to the downtown businesses, it would 
help the town diversify their tax base, taking some of the tax burden off of residents. 
 The Downtown Partnership is also working to involve the University in discussions 
surrounding the future of Franklin Street. As an institution that wields a lot of influence at both 
the state and local levels – and as a major landowner in the area – the University could hugely 
impact the behavior of other property owners on the 100 block. By publicly stating its desire to 
rent to local tenants and commitment to keeping rents relatively affordable, the University could 
put pressure on other property owners in the area to make their rents comparable and focus on 
 
102 The Daily Tar Heel, 28 August 2019 
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renting to local tenants. It would not have to change anything it is doing, but being publicly vocal 
about its role in attempting to keep the 100 block semi-affordable could be enough to influence 
other landlords. 
 There are other, more drastic changes that the Town could take to reshape downtown 
Chapel Hill and the 100 block. State Street – the centerpiece of downtown Madison – is a 
pedestrian mall.103 The street is open to buses and other city vehicles, but is always closed to 
regular traffic. The sidewalks have been made extra wide, which not only boosts foot traffic but 
allows more restaurants to have outdoor seating – increasing the amount of customers they can 
serve at once. Franklin Street is closed to cars on Halloween and during big basketball games, 
but the street has been designed with cars in mind. Melissa Peng believes that significant changes 
need to be made in Chapel Hill to “make downtown a destination again.”104 She believes that 
having outdoor public spaces – whether affiliated with individual restaurants or not – that are 
separate from campus will allow customers to linger on Franklin Street in a way that they cannot 
right now. She cited the outdoor patio at Weaver Street Market in Carrboro as an example – 
people can do their shopping and then sit outside. Local bands can play music and hold events, 
residents can run into their friends and catch up, and no one feels like they have to do their 
errands and leave. Closing the 100 block to cars would take some getting used to by residents, 
and could face resistance from those who think it would fundamentally alter the feel of Franklin 
Street. Critics of this concept argue that since many residents already avoid downtown because 
of a lack of parking, banning cars entirely would only further push residents away from the 100 
block. This idea is not one that has been publicly explored, so it is hard to know how residents 
 
103 “5 Great Things About State Street,” last modified 2019, from https://www.theedgewater.com/the-madison-
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and students would react to a car-free Franklin Street. However, there is no denying that it would 
create the drastic change that some feel is necessary for Franklin Street to work for the whole 
town. 
 Many of these solutions have focused on how to create an environment where the current 
businesses on the 100 block can have a larger margin for error and a lower turnover rate. 
However, adequately addressing residents’ concerns about having a downtown business district 
that reflects the community requires having one eye on the future, and not only looking for short-
term, immediate solutions. One longer-term solution that would affect future business more than 
the existing businesses is the creation of a restaurant incubator with a formalized curriculum for 
entrepreneurs or chefs in the community who want to start their own restaurant. While creating a 
collaborative, supportive environment would be time- and energy-intensive, there are models 
that Chapel Hill could look to. La Cocina in San Francisco and FoodLab in Detroit can be looked 
to as examples for how to best support food entrepreneurs in the community. Both have centered 
economic freedom and social justice in their missions, and are examples of what is possible 
when entrepreneurs are given resources and support.  
La Cocina was founded in 2005, with the intention of giving resources to underserved 
communities – particularly women of color and immigrants.105 Many women in these 
communities operate informal food businesses – selling homemade food out of their homes or on 
the street – that are profitable, but without the resources and industry knowledge, they cannot 
formalize their business and maintain its sustainability. Without a formalized business, 
entrepreneurs cannot build assets and acquire financial capital – a significant barrier to economic 
freedom. La Cocina’s curriculum focuses on technical assistance in product development, 
 
105 “Our Mission,” last modified 2020, from https://lacocinasf.org/mission 
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marketing, finance, and operations as their entrepreneurs learn to navigate the market.106 The 
first six months of the program are focused on development and laying the foundation. 
Following a successful completion of the pre-incubation period, businesses begin using La 
Cocina’s commercial kitchen space to produce their product and increase sales. Following the 
incubator program, alumni move out of La Cocina’s kitchen and into their own space – able to 
take control of their finances, invest in their communities, and hire local employees to continue 
the process of uplifting low-income people. Since its founding, La Cocina has grown into one of 
the best-known food incubators in the world, with a deep, successful alumni network that is able 
and willing to help the next generation of food entrepreneurs.  
FoodLab Detroit was founded in 2011, when a group of local entrepreneurs came 
together for a conversation about Detroit’s evolving food scene, how they could support each 
other, and the principles that were important for a socially-minded small business to abide by.107 
Since then, they have grown in membership and in offering. Like La Cocina, FoodLab focuses 
on prioritizing entrepreneurs from traditionally marginalized communities – recognizing the 
importance of bringing together the primarily young, white, new-to-Detroit “foodies” with the 
primarily older, lifelong Detroit residents who had spent much of their life working in food 
activism. Unlike La Cocina, FoodLab does not have a formalized incubator program; rather, they 
offer a series of workshops and programs for their members.108 The lack of a formalized 
curriculum allows FoodLab to adapt to the ever-changing needs and requests of their members – 
for example, if multiple members are asking about how to navigate the process of obtaining a 
certain certification, they can put together a workshop focused on that particular certification. 
 
106 “How the Program Works,” last modified 2020, from https://lacocinasf.org/how-the-program-works 
107 “History,” last modified 2020, from https://foodlabdetroit.com/who-we-are/history 
108 “Programs,” last modified 2019, from https://foodlabdetroit.com/what-we-do/programs 
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Another key facet of FoodLab’s work is facilitating connections between members, in order to 
create an environment for everyone in Detroit that prioritizes collaboration, experimentation, and 
positive change.  
Part of what has made La Cocina and FoodLab so successful is that they have been able 
to leverage various networks in their communities and bring them together. A food incubator in 
Chapel Hill would be uniquely positioned to bring together a number of different groups. The 
Downtown Partnership is incredibly knowledgeable about what it takes for an independently-
owned restaurant to succeed in Chapel Hill. The Kenan-Flagler Business School and the Adams 
Apprenticeship program have supported food ventures in the past – the most notable, and recent, 
venture is Brandwein’s Bagels. Alex Brandwein, an MBA student from New York, noticed that 
there was a void to fill without a local bagel shop in Chapel Hill. He was able to use classes and 
resources within Kenan-Flagler to experiment and develop his business before launching.109 
Brandwein started with pop-up events and catering, before signing a lease on West Rosemary 
Street in February. Obviously, not every budding entrepreneur will have the resources to enroll 
in Kenan-Flagler’s MBA program. However, many of the professors at the business school are 
longtime Chapel Hill residents who feel some stake in the local food economy, and could be 
open to creating resources for local entrepreneurs. Many residents are vocal about wanting more 
local businesses on Franklin Street without recognizing the amount of work that goes into 
starting and operating a restaurant. An incubator program would help foster an environment 
where local businesses are prioritized and supported, instead of just hoping that somehow that 
environment will appear out of thin air. Of course, any food incubator or commercial kitchen in 
Chapel Hill must take advantage of the vast resources and industry knowledge that exist here, 
 




both inside and outside academia. Doing so is an investment in the next generation of restaurant 
owners, and creates an atmosphere where investments in the community consistently get 
reinvested. 
 Regardless of what a change looks like, it is clear that changes do need to be made on the 
100 block. It is no longer an environment that supports and incubates local businesses, and a 
number of entities hold some responsibility for that. While each change has its supporters and 
opponents, continuing with the status quo would leave virtually every group of stakeholders 
unsatisfied. Many more discussions need to be had about what the future of Franklin Street – and 
downtown Chapel Hill as a whole – will look like, but the time is right to have these discussions. 
Many different groups – restaurant owners, residents, the University – are coming to the 
conclusion that Franklin Street, as it exists today, is not a healthy business ecosystem. In order to 
avoid becoming another homogenous college town, residents and the town must work together to 
chart a new course forward.  
 
 
Section VIII – Conclusion 
Who can say what the 100 block will look like in another ten years? Perhaps the Master 
Plan will have completely redeveloped Porthole Alley, leaving it unrecognizable to the class of 
2020 when they attend their ten-year reunion. Maybe Sutton’s will have persisted to reach their 
100-year anniversary. Maybe massive investments in political races at the state level will have 
created a Democratic majority in the General Assembly, repealing the prohibition on municipal 
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rent controls. Maybe a public-private partnership will have created an incubator kitchen, whose 
first class of graduates are spreading their wings across the Triangle.  
Regardless of what East Franklin Street looks like, it is safe to say a few things: first, the 
University will still be playing a crucial role in shaping the district. It is at their discretion 
whether that role is protecting the status quo or advocating for progressive changes to be made, 
but no conversation about Chapel Hill can be had without acknowledging the role of the 
University. Second, regardless of any steps that the University or town take to curb rent 
increases, rent on Franklin Street will still be higher than renting elsewhere in Chapel Hill or in 
other parts of the Triangle. Supply and demand determine price, and the limited space within 
walking distance of campus has created a lucrative business opportunity for those who own 
property on Franklin Street. Third, and perhaps most important, is that chain restaurants will 
continue to persist on East Franklin Street and locals will be unhappy about it. Chains have had a 
strong presence on the 100 block since the 1980s, and no amount of lobbying from the 
University or residents will change that. It is important to keep things in perspective – calling for 
the abolishment of chains on East Franklin is not realistic, and shifts the conversation away from 
the important issues. The focus should be on creating an environment that works for locally-
owned businesses, not one that pushes out chains.  
If all the parties in Chapel Hill work together and involve all stakeholders in the 
discussion, a solution can be reached. However, not all parties have been consulted in the past. 
Landlords and property owners must intentionally include their tenants in discussions about the 
future of East Franklin Street to create an environment where a resident owning and operating a 
restaurant is viable. The University must actively bring restaurant owners to the table when they 
are discussing the future of Franklin Street. Residents must be proactive in sharing their vision 
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too – sitting back and waiting to be asked for an opinion is not how change gets made. The 
potential for positive change is there; so many resources and considerable knowledge exist in 
Chapel Hill. Stakeholders have a chance to create a flourishing business environment, merging 
nostalgia for the past with excitement for the future – a chance to once again cement Chapel 






FIGURE 1 – MAP OF CHAPEL HILL AS IT WAS IN 1875 TO 1885 (Chapel Hill Historical 







FIGURE 2 – 1915 MAP OF FRANKLIN STREET AND UNC CAMPUS (North Carolina 








FIGURE 3 – CURRENT MAP OF UNC CAMPUS AND THE FRANKLIN STREET AREA 
(UNC Chapel Hill) – UNC-owned properties are depicted in a hybrid, three-dimensional layer 
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